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creating a website 


FOR SUCCESS 
By Dana Millard 


n economic development website 
is the first impression your com- 
munity will have with current and 
prospective clients. As a result, websites need 
to be appealing and must convey your brand in 
an appropriate, effective manner while providing 
demographics, economic data, maps of the re- 
gion, business information, and workforce data. 


Building your own website can feel like a daunt- 
ing task, as many people will have opinions on 
website design and how to increase its effective- 
ness. However, if an organization is truly going to 
be effective in creating a website, the first step is to 
fire the committee. 


“Fire the committee. No great website in history has 
been conceived of by more than three people. Not one. 
This is a dealbreaker.” — Seth Godin, author and dot 
com executive. 


Having a small group of individuals participate 
in the planning and development can lead to suc- 
cess; however, if you have too many individuals 
involved, it can lead to paralysis. Though well in- 
tended, oftentimes a committee is established to 
make everyone feel involved in the process; as a 
result, it may hamper creativity and innovation. 
Most committees end up in this kind of circular, 
unproductive feedback loop. 


If, for one reason or another, you must have 
multiple people involved in the website design 
process, develop a small steering committee and 
nominate a leader, one who will listen, absorb, and 
discuss ideas, be able to defend any design decision 
with clarity and reason, and know when to pick 
your battles or know when to let go. 


START WITH THE END IN MIND 
Successful design starts with a well-defined ob- 
jective that everyone understands and supports. 


TAKEAWAYS 


Successful design starts with a well-defined objective that everyone un- 
derstands and supports. The objective should define the purpose of your 
website, target market, and key elements of your site. 


Make your contact information clear and easy to find in multiple places 
throughout your site. Be certain to include contact information on every 
page so that a potential client does not have to search for it and make 
sure that information is up to date. 


Websites are designed to be viewed: Who's viewing your site and what 
that user is trying to accomplish determines your site navigation and 
content. 


Your content is how you will be found. Your search engine optimization 
ranking is often about making small modifications to parts of your web- 
site, resulting in a big impact. Choose a system that you can update easily 


to ensure your site stays relevant. 


The objective should define the purpose of your 
website, target market, and key elements of your 
site. 


A successful website must have three key 
elements: 


e Mobile friendly 
e Easy-to-find contact information 


e Great design and visuals 


MOBILE FRIENDLY 

Being mobile friendly is essential in today’s 
economy. Mobile accounts for approximately half 
of web traffic worldwide. In the third quarter of 
2019, mobile devices (excluding tablets) generated 
51.5% of global website traffic, consistently hover- 
ing around the 50% mark since the beginning of 
2017.! 


With over 50% of website traffic happening on 
mobile devices, its important that users are not only 
able to view your site on their device but easily nav- 


TOOLS FOR A RESPONSIVE, INNOVATIVE WEBSITE 


Many economic development organizations struggle with their online presence. There are several key aspects 
your organization needs to consider with your site such as the visitor’s experience, the information you want to 
convey, and being purposeful in updating your content. This article aims to give you the information you need 
as you develop or review your own economic development website. Organizations need to consider who will be 
viewing their site, what will they be looking for and how you can display that information in a concise, visually 


pleasing layout. 
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2019 Site Selectors Survey 


igate it as well. For many, being mobile-friendly means 
that your regular website must display in full on a mobile 
device. Keep in mind, however, that a miniature version 
of your website may require excessive zooming, pinching, 
and scrolling, resulting in a poor user experience. All of 
which means that your site must have a responsive de- 
sign, i.e., a flexible layout that will detect a visitors screen 
size and orientation and changes accordingly. 


While conducting a familiarization (fam) tour of our 
communities, it was common for potential developers to 
pull out a tablet or phone to check information. Having 
our available properties and sites easily accessible and re- 
sponsive to their device heightened our professionalism 
and resulted in more productive conversations. 


EASY-TO-FIND CONTACT INFORMATION 

Without basic information on how to contact your 
economic development organization, users will quickly 
get frustrated and leave your site. According to Site Selec- 
tion Magazine’s 2019 Site Selectors Survey, a company’s 
name and contact information were the number one 
items site selectors want to see on an economic develop- 
ment organizations website. 


Be certain to include contact information on every 
page so that a potential client does not have to search for 
it and also make sure that information is up to date. The 
2019 Site Selectors Survey also listed “lack of respon- 
siveness” as the number-one most common deal killer in 
economic development. 


When putting contact information on your site, keep 
in mind that people want to deal with people. If they 
send or leave a message, they expect a timely response. 


Contact forms, though they have their place, are not 
appealing when we are in the relationship business. In 
order for your website to be a lead generator, direct con- 
tact information must be easily accessible on the website 
and in multiple places. Having a variety of ways clients 
can get a hold of you is also necessary. With five genera- 
tions in the workplace, and each having a different pref- 
erence on how they communicate, having your phone 
number, email, address, and social media links will help 
you connect with these different audiences. 


In appropriate sections of your website, with your 
contact information, include a call to action encouraging 
visitors to contact you. Economic development organiza- 


What do you most want to see on 
an economic development 
organization’s website? 


Items rated on a 5-point scale 


1. Name & Contact Info 4.09 
2. Accurate & Up-to-Date Data 3.89 
3. News on Recent Projects 3.79 
4. Available Buildings & Sites 3.74 
5. Testimonials —— 2.95 
6. 3D Tours of Industrial Parks 2.93 
: 2.55 

2.51 
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tions can also use other calls to action as a lead genera- 
tion tool. Having buttons on your site encouraging visi- 
tors to find out more or download specific content adds 
to the users experience. This also allows you to see who 
and what visitors are clicking on. 


GREAT DESIGN AND VISUALS 
Keep it visual but allow ways to find out more 
information. 


The human brain processes images 60,000 times fast- 
er than text, and 90% of information transmitted to the 
brain is visual.* Organizing data in a visual way will help 
your users process and retain information. 


Important topics such as your community’ existing 
industries, transportation, and demographics, where you 
have multiple categories to sift through, can be better 
consumed through visual content. Then, if a user wants 
to learn more, allow him or her to dig deeper through 
subpages. This is especially true on your homepage, 
which is the front door to your organization and com- 
munity. Think of your homepage as the curb appeal to 
persuade the user to click further. 


Key Industries 


This means you should have key content in multiple 
places within your site, as not everyone is going to take 
the same path to find the same information. With the 
example of workforce information, not only are existing 
industries looking for this, site selectors are as well; how- 
ever, they might take a different path in order to find it on 
your site. 


WHAT'S IMPORTANT? THINK LIKE THE USER 

You defined your target audience in your objective. 
Have a plan for each of your audiences. Think like the 
user. Be thoughtful about what the user is looking for 
and how he or she will access information on your site. 
Remember the Rule of Three: The user should find any 
information on your site with no more than three mouse 
clicks. This means that some of your content will appear 
in multiple places within your site, and some pages will 
be under several navigation headings. 


Websites are designed to be viewed: Who's viewing 
your site and what that user is trying to accomplish de- 
termines your site navigation and content. 


There are many ways you can define your target audi- 
ences for an economic development website. For these 
purposes, we will divide them into two categories, i.e., 
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internal and external. Your internal audiences are those 
in your community, e.g., stakeholders, businesses, com- 
munity leaders, local media, etc. When building an eco- 
nomic development website, this audience is often over- 
looked. External audiences are those you are looking at 
to attract to your community, e.g., site selectors, prospec- 
tive businesses, potential workforce, etc. 


Ideally, each audience will have its own targeted web- 
site, specific to its needs. This can be accomplished in a 
couple of ways: through building separate sites with the 
same branding, or website providers can offer microsite 
development. A microsite is an individual web page or a 
small cluster of pages designed to meet a specific need or 
complement a full website. The microsite’s main landing 
page can have its own domain name or subdomain. This 
may be appropriate if your organization covers multiple 
areas of focus, e.g., economic development, chamber, 
tourism, etc. However, some organizations are success- 
ful with one website that addresses each of their areas of 
focus. You will need to choose what works best for your 
organization, keeping in mind time and budget. 


INTERNAL AUDIENCES 

View your website as a value-added resource for exist- 
ing stakeholders and businesses by providing information 
that your stakeholders commonly request. Keep in mind 
that these individuals are probably going to your site 
more than a site selector, so have information they would 
be looking for readily available. This information should 
be easily accessible and part of your main navigation. 


Your website is also where the media will find more 
information about your activities and organization. Uti- 
lize your site as a way to communicate your successes 
and as a reference guide for your stakeholders. Having 
a news feed or a media section helps keep your site rel- 
evant. However, if you have a news and media section, it 
is critical to keep this section up to date. The easiest way 
to lose credibility is to have the most current newsletter 
or post be a year-old. Its recommended to have monthly 
updates at a minimum. Without frequently updated con- 
tent, you are less likely to rank in search engine results. 
Search engines, like Google, use bots to scan your site 
and calculate the “freshness” of your site. The higher the 
freshness score, the higher your site will score in Google 
searches. Search engines want to see regular, quality up- 
dates as a signal of a fresh site. 


View your website as a value-added resource 
for existing stakeholders and businesses by 
providing information that your stakeholders 
commonly request. Keep in mind that these 
individuals are probably going to your site 
more than a site selector, so have information 
they would be looking for readily available. 
This information should be easily accessible 
and part of your main navigation. 


EXTERNAL AUDIENCES 

External audiences are those you are trying to recruit 
to your community. Keep in mind these individuals are 
not from your community. You're selling your location; 
let your visitors know where you are. Never assume 
someone knows where you are. This is true not only for 
rural areas but metropolitan as well. Revealing the state 
in which youre located and using clear visuals, such as 
the map below, eliminates frustration and helps sell your 
community. 


low 
WELCOME TO owa 


Lee County, lowa 


Located in the heart of America in the southeastern portion 
of lowa, Lee County not only embodies Midwestern charm, 
but is home to a multitude of Fortune 500 and international 
companies that are continuously growing. Located along the 
Mississippi River and centered between Interstates 80, 35, 55 
and 70. 


There are over 4,000 economic development organi- 
zations in the United States.’ In our case, there are 12 Lee 
counties in the country. Chances are there are multiple 
organizations throughout the country with your com- 
munity name as well. Identifying where your community 
and organization is located helps the user become famil- 
iar with your area and reduces frustration. 


Also, site selectors are typically looking at more than 
one location at a time, frequently toggling between sites; 
thus, having clear location information on multiple sec- 
tions of your site helps avoid your location being lost. 
Having easily accessible maps on your site and a clear 
location map on the homepage are helpful as well. 


CONTENT IS KING 

Visuals are how you keep users on your page but 
content gets them there. Your content is how you will 
be found; thus, making your site easily readable for the 
Googlebots to find is key. Your search engine optimiza- 
tion ranking is often about making small modifications 
to parts of your website, resulting in a big impact. When 
viewed individually, these changes might seem like incre- 
mental improvements, but, when combined with other 
strategies, they could have a noticeable impact on your 
sites user experience and performance in organic search 
results. The easier your user experience, the better your 
ranking. 


Economic development websites must convey a sub- 
stantial amount of information in a clear, concise man- 
ner. Writing for a website is different than other types of 
writing. 

Less is more when it comes to writing for a website. 
Ask yourself: 

e Do I need to have this? 


e Can I break up this content? 
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The average person scans your site and, in less than 
eight seconds, decides if it's worth continuing on 
or navigating away (which is known as a bounce). 
Bounce rate is the percentage of visitors to a 
particular website who navigate away from the site 
after viewing only one page. The shorter the 
sentences and less words you can use to convey 
the same message, the better. 


e Can | create a list instead? 
e Is this readable? 


The average person scans your site and, in less than 
eight seconds, decides if its worth continuing on or navi- 
gating away (which is known as a bounce). Bounce rate 
is the percentage of visitors to a particular website who 
navigate away from the site after viewing only one page. 
The shorter the sentences and less words you can use to 
convey the same message, the better. 


Both internal and external audiences will view your 
site to find out more information about your activities 
and track your progress. Existing businesses and inves- 
tors want to make sure they are receiving a return on 
their investment and will look to your website for those 
statistics. Site selectors also want to show their clients 
that a community is proactive. No community is per- 
fect; however, if you can show that your community is 
actively addressing the negatives and the progress your 
organization has made over time, it helps alleviate some 
of the risk for potential businesses. 


In the end, economic development websites should 
include at minimum the following basic information: 


e Community or organization name and location 

e Staff contact information 

e Available properties and sites 

e Economic data such as demographics, workforce, 
and business information 

e An up-to-date list of the organizations programs and 
services 


will be low. Instead, contact your employers individually 
and tell them you are looking for photos to showcase 
their workforce. Do they have a photo of their employee 
using their equipment that you can highlight? Include 
photo sizes and the parameters of what you are looking 
for to increase your odds of receiving useful content. 


The article has described how content is king and the 
need to keep your site updated; a big part of that, how- 
ever, is choosing the right backend for your site. Even 
though the majority of users will never see it, your web- 
sites content management system (CMS) is one of the 
most important parts of choosing a website provider and 
keeping your website from becoming irrelevant. 


When comparing providers, ask to see or demo the 
website’s CMS, which is where you will be doing all the 
updates and managing your site. Ask questions about 
usability, what can you update versus what aspects the 
provider has to update. Ask for references and research 
other economic development websites, finding design 
and style examples you would like to incorporate. 


Discuss with the website provider if you are getting 
a custom site or using a pre-made template. Both types 
are useful, however it comes down to budget and time. 
Custom built sites tend to be more expensive and take 
longer to launch, however custom sites make sense if you 
have a specific idea or goal to accomplish. Keep in mind 
if you're working with a limited budget a template site 
can meet your needs as well. Templated websites will al- 
low you to save money with a premade theme that can be 
customized with your logo, content, and colors. 


Find a CMS that is intuitive and easy to use; what that 
means depends on your comfort level of your employees’ 
skills. Ask your prospective web developer if they use 
an open source CMS (such as WordPress) or if they use 
their own custom CMS. A custom CMS can be easy to use 
but typically means that your website will be hosted and 
owned by your provider. An open source CMS allows 
you more freedom although your organization must have 
the skill and ability to utilize it. The easier you make it 
for you to update your information the more likely it’s 
going to get done because, once the website is launched, 
you still have to feed it in order for it to remain relevant. 
When you have the same content in different areas, it is 


e Organizational recent news, media, and press releases Find a CMS that is intuitive and easy to use; what 
that means depends on your comfort level of your 
SUSTAINABILITY 


Also, with your content, this doesn’t mean you have to employees skills. Ask your prospective web 
create everything from scratch. As economic developers, developer if they use an open source CMS (such as 


We nee our partners 2 lot as suchy aek yonr local college WordPress) or if they use their own custom CMS. 
to write a synopsis about its institution or submit photos; ; 
you can also tap into your chambers and existing indus- A custom CMS can be easy to use but typically 


tries for photos. Ask your workforce partners for graphs or means that your website will be hosted and owned 


data. Keep in mind that you may need to reformat the con- . 
tent to fit your branding, but you don't have to start from by your provider. An open source CMS allows you 


scratch. So, when asking others for content, be specific. more freedom although your organization must 


If you send out a blanket email saying you’re looking have the skill and ability to utilize it. 
for photos to update your website, your response rate 
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important to know how this content is linked, if at all. 
For example, if it is updated on one page, its also up- 
dated in each location it appears on your site or does this 
have to be done manually. 


A good way to help feed your site is to have your 
provider connect it with your existing platforms. This 
includes geographic information systems and social me- 
dia platforms. So, if you post something on Twitter, for 
example, it automatically posts on your website as well. 
We all get busy, and, for many of us, website develop- 
ment and management isn’t our only job; therefore, the 
more automatic updates you can connect the better. Just 
remember: If you put it on your site, make sure its being 
updated. 


Making the process efficient and effective will tremen- 
dously improve the chances of having your website be- 
come a lead generating tool. To do this develop a strong 
objective and audience identification. Then your first pri- 
ority is getting your target audiences the information they 
need. Users are impatient, so give them easily digestible 
content through visuals and concise content quickly. Fi- 
nally, keep your site up to date. Know that launching a 
website is only the beginning. In order for it to be effec- 
tive, sites must be updated a minimum of monthly. De- 
veloping a schedule where someone in your organization 
takes a look at the site and provides updates will help this 
be manageable. 


Creating an economic development website and keep- 
ing your site content updated may sound like a difficult 
and time-consuming task, but, with a strategy and sched- 
ule in place, it does not have to be. © 


A good way to help feed your site is to have 
your provider connect it with your existing 
platforms. This includes geographic 
information systems and social media 
platforms. So, if you post something on 
Twitter, for example, it automatically posts on 
your website as well. We all get busy, and, 
for many of us, website development and 
management isn't our only job; therefore, the 
more automatic updates you can connect the 
better. Just remember: If you put it on your 
site, make sure it’s being updated. 
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